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Seven Ways to
Encourage Summer Reading
ARTICLE BY CECILIA

E.

5CHRENKER

tions need to be implemented early in
the school year. None are especially
new, but all reflect a commitment to
extending the reading program beyond
the school year. Also since students are
individuals, no one idea may be motivational for all children. Some ideas relate
more to the interests of primary level
students while others would appeal to
older students.

Even though summer vacation
appears to be far away, teachers still
face the reality that much of what they
will have accomplished in their reading
programs could be lost while their students play in the summer. Research
results, while not consistent, have indicated that significant loss in comprehension is likely to occur (Johns and Vacca,
1984). Teachers usually accept the fact
that they will need to spend some time
in the fall reclaiming the lost abilities.
Interestingly, even though research
indicates the positive effects of voluntary reading on reading growth (Short,
1995), and of quantity of reading on
reading proficiency (Anderson, Wilson,
& Fielding, 1988), there is almost nothing in the literature which addresses
directly how teachers can foster reading
during the summer. A search of documents in the Educational Resources
Information Center (ERIC) indicated
that most articles referring to summer
reading dealt with summer public library
programs. Only one article was found
which gave ideas to get children to read
during the summer and this was
addressed to parents (Maring, 1985).
Even though discussions do exist on the
affective domain in reading (for
instance, see Cramer & Castle, 1995),
none seem to explicitly aim at summer
reading. Voluntary summer reading,
however, must be directly encouraged
by the teacher rather than left to be a
hopeful by-product of the reading program and parental interest.
The following are suggestions for
encouraging students to read during the
summer vacation. Several of the suggesMI CH I GAN R EAD I NG J OU RNAL

1. Provide access to materials for

reading during the summer.
For those students who have become
successful in reading and have discovered the joy of reading favorite authors
and a variety of genres, there really is no
need to motivate them to read during the
summer months. There is only need to
help the students to locate sources of
appropriate reading materials. Anderson
et al. (1988) found that teachers promoted out of school reading during the
school year by providing appropriate
level materials. Many public libraries do
have excellent summer reading programs and teachers should check on
local availability and how to make use of
the program for their students.
For those students who have
parental support, arranging for a library
card may be the most important intervention. Actually providing a field trip to
the library where cards are applied for,
and the operation of the library and its
resources during the summer are explained would be all that would be needed. It is best not to just tell the students
about the library. Hands on experiences
are much more satisfying. And even with
parental support, it cannot be expected
28
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that the parents will naturally follow
through with obtaining the library card.
For those students who cannot
access a library easily during the summer or for whom there is little parental
support, the provision of appropriate
materials from the classroom may be
necessary. It is impossible for students
to read appropriate, interesting materials if none exist. A teacher can collect
library materials to lend to students in a
variety of ways. One way is to visit rummage sales and look for books parents
are getting rid of because their children
have outgrown them. Also, teachers can
solicit books from a variety of sources,
including older students in the building
and even the classroom children themselves. Enough materials must be collected so that each student can take at
least five or six appropriate and interesting books to read over the summer. The
teacher would lend only materials that
he/she is willing to have lost. Valuable
picture books, for instance, should not
be lent. Students should be shown, if
possible, how to trade among themselves, how to care for the books, and
how the books would be collected in the
fall. Perhaps a parent would be willing to
serve as a circulation center for a small
group of children living fairly close
together. In no way should the teacher
be involved in the summer circulation of
the books unless he/she wishes to be.
Students need be given criteria for
selecting a book (Short, 1995). While
books could be selected to be read outloud to the child, most books should be
selected because the child can handle
the text with additional help from pictures and older readers as needed.
Research indicates that reading growth
for younger readers is associated with
active reading, rather than being read to
(Copeland, Windsor, & Osborn, 1994).
Carver and Leibert (1995) suggest that
materials need to be at least at the
child's reading level or higher for maxiMI C HI GAN RE ADI NG J OURNA L

mum growth. The teacher should model
how to select a book of interest, how to
figure out what helps for the reader are
available (pictures, etc.), and how to
determine how many words can be handled easily on the page. Students should
also discuss how to choose a time and
place to read. The students should
understand that this knowledge is to
help them in selecting books for their
summer reading.
2. Create readers who are
successful and enjoy reading.
Children who can read with ease are
generally children who like to read,
especially if they are girls (Morrow,
1991). The most profitable way to create
summer readers is to provide instruction
during the year that equips students to
be good readers who want to read. This
instruction will include much time for
students to engage in the reading
process in school - to sit and read really good books. Time to read within
school has been related to voluntary out
of school reading during the school year
(Anderson et al., 1988). This type of
reading should be done with no end
product in mind. There should be no
need to discuss the reading unless the
student wants to on his/her own. There
should be no book reports or workbook
sheets. Reading extensively should be
encouraged. Students, if given enough
time to read, can learn the intrinsic
rewards in this process. They will want
to continue reading, even in the summer
months, because it's just plain fun.
If there are young students who are
having trouble with conquering the reading process, early intervention is important. The difficulties need to be removed
as soon as possible (Piluski, 1994). As
classroom teachers know, if the problems continue to exist in older students,
then the reading process will not be
enjoyable for those students, and extrinsic forms of motivation may be neces29
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Students frequently view the choices of
their age mates more highly than those
of the teacher. Another specific suggestion, however, is to widen your own
familiarity with appropriate materials.
Too often teachers have a few favorites
that they share in class and build units
around. The author has heard of two
schools, one where the novel Hatchet
was the center of attention in three consecutive grades and one where Where
The Red Fern Grows was shared in four
successive grades. Teachers may be less
familiar with all of the books in their
classroom libraries or available in the
school library and appropriate to the age
students they are teaching. The more
books you know about, the more recommendations you can make.
Beyond being a resource for potential reading material, it is important to
deliberately direct students to different
types and authors. When you read to
your students, you should choose material from different genres such as informational-content books, biographies,
plays, etc., not just the typical fictional
children's literature even though that
tends to be teachers' favorite choices.
Displays or units that focus on lesser
known authors or different types of
reading materials, such as biographies or
mysteries, should be developed. For
young children, the focus could also be
on illustrators, since, at that level, illustrations are an important help to plot
development.

sary to encourage summer reading. But
students do not have to be on-grade
level readers to enjoy reading (Morrow,
1991). They must, at the most basic
level, however, be able to handle materials of interest to them and solve any
problems that might interfere with their
reading enjoyment, like unknown words.
AE Clay (1993) suggests, the reader must
develop a "self-extending system" (p.
43), which will include many strategies
to solve print problems which diminish
their understanding and enjoyment.
3. Develop readers who have
a wide range of interests.
The more types of reading materials a
student finds enjoyable, the more opportunities he/she will have to read during
the summer months. If a student is only
interested in one author or one type of
reading material, such as horror stories,
then the amount of material available for
summer reading may be limited. There
are only so many horror stories easily
available for a fifth grade level reader,
especially if access to a well stocked
library is not possible.
It, therefore, becomes important to
determine the present interests of your
students during the school year and then
introduce them to many other authors
and types of reading materials. Although
this is common sense, teachers tend to
use certain books again and again and
heavily lean towards fiction type books
(Scharer, Peters, & Lehman, 1995).
Simply asking students about favorite
authors and books is generally enough.
A formal interest inventory is not really
necessary. It is also very important to listen to your students as they discuss
authors and favorite books.
Some specific suggestions to widen
the reading interests of students include
allowing students plenty of time to share
their interests. There is nothing more
motivating than a friend sharing and
talking about a really "neat" book.
MI CHIGAN R EA DI NG J OURNA L

4. During the school year occasionally share books with students, but
don't finish them.
An often recommended technique to
help motivate students to widen their
reading interests and to get them to read
on their own is to begin a good story, but
to stop at a highly exciting part and
leave it to interested students to finish
the book on their own. Teachers who
read to children do promote out of class
30
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reading by students during the school
year (Anderson et al., 1988). This technique would be particularly important to
use during the last several weeks of
school prior to summer vacation.
However, it will require that the students
have access to either the books themselves during the summer, other books
by the same author, or other books on
the same subject or of the same style of
writing. Rather than depending on the
teacher to provide motivation for the
students, the readers are left to satisfy
their own curiosity.

of pages are being covered each day or if
the student seems to be daydreaming
more. This is the time to assess the reading less often - to worry less over keeping students on task But this is also the
time to again expose the students in a
non-demanding way to the beauties of
all the varieties of the printed word.
During this time teachers should also
share with the students their plans for
their summer reading. They should share
the types of books they intend to read
and why. Since teachers very frequently
read children's books for personal enjoyment or to critique for potential classroom use, they can solicit suggestions
from the class on books they would recommend the teacher read. This will
allow students to see what classmates
are reading and for the teacher and
peers to suggest other books.

5. Spend the last month allowing
students extensive amounts of
time to read and experience many
different authors and genres.
Wise teachers know that rather than
dragging students through new material
in the last weeks of school, it is more
effective to use the time instead to practice and broaden the students' previous
understandings. This is also the time to
help them become highly successful
readers by allowing them maximum
silent reading time to practice the
process. Just allocating time everyday to
engage in reading would be highly motivational for most students and highly
likely to encourage summer reading.
"Teachers who provided time for reading
also promoted out of class reading by
students during the school year
(Anderson et al., 1988). However,
because most students will have sensed
the end of school approaching and be
essentially fatigued, it would be well to
allow a variety of reading experiences.
This may be the time that easier books
are preferred and even the strongest
readers are not interested in trying more
difficult or longer books. This is the time
to explore reading in all its forms: the
newspaper, magazines, comic books,
etc. This is also the time to allow students to move at a slower rate and to not
be concerned whether a certain number
MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

6. Establish a sharing network for
responses to materials read.
Another possible suggestion involves
encouraging your students to read during the summer in order to communicate
with others about their reading. Some
costs for the students could be involved
since there will need to be writing materials (paper, pencil, and envelopes), and
the cost of mailing the letters. The teacher will need to invest time in setting up
the program and helping students learn
how to share and respond. The correspondence can involve describing what
is currently being read and reactions to
the reading. The correspondent could
also talk a little about his/her summer
activities. The students can correspond
with each other or with students in a
cross-grade project. It probably would
be more interesting if the correspondents were not able to be in daily contact with each other. It may be possible
to arrange for adults to be correspondents, such as grandparents, retired
teachers, role-models in the community,
etc. In the later case the adults might
31
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also supply a stamp and envelope with
their response to encourage a response
from the student. The number of
exchanges desirable during the summer
period would need to be set to make the
program effective for all. Perhaps correspondents could write each other no
more than twice a month. This type of
project will take more time and effort to
organize than others already mentioned.

At present it is a part of a tradition
looked forward to by many students. It
also can be time to read and explore all
the possibilities of the world of printed
materials, if the teacher makes the
attempt to help the student use the time
well.

7. Set up a reward system
for the reading.
And last, but not least, for many students, extrinsic rewards are important
motivational factors (Anderson et al.,
1988). Earning prizes, from ribbons to
candy or small tokens for the number of
books read over the summer, can be
highly reinforcing. In no way should the
process become equivalent to punishment, through requiring extensive book
reports or restricting reading to a certain
level of difficulty. If a particular student
is likely to abuse the system, individual
stipulations can be set up, but for the
majority of students, the whole purpose
is to get them to read over the summer.
One exciting reading experience often
leads to another. A minimal level of
reporting, including the possibility of
collecting minutes read which are
recorded on a form (sign-off could be
done by a responsible older individual)
should be implemented. The use of this
kind of motivational technique can be
costly for the teachers and, of course,
requires access to reading materials. It
also requires clear and detailed explanations to the students and their parents
alike ahead of time. It probably would be
best to set up arrangements in a cooperative manner with the students themselves. They can discuss and determine
how to handle situations where a student may be consistently reading books
that are too easy, "cheating," etc.
Summer vacation for students is a
time for sleeping late and playing all day.

Anderson, R.C., Wilson, P.T., & Fielding, L.G.
(1988). Growth in reading and how children spend their time outside of school.
Reading Research Quarterly, 23, 285-303.
Carver, R.P. & Leibert, R.E. (1995). The effect
of reading library books at different levels
of difficulty upon gain in reading ability.
Reading Research Quarterly, 30, 26-48.
Clay, M.M. (1993). Reading recovery: A
guidebook for teachers in training.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Cramer, E.H. & Castle, M. (Eds.) (1994).
Fostering the love of reading: the affective
domain in reading education. Newark,
DE: International Reading Association.
Copeland, K., Windsor, P., & Osborn, J.
(1994). Phonemic awareness: A consideration of research and practice. In F. Lehr &
J. Osborn (Eds.), Reading, language, and
literacy (pp. 25-44). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
Johns, J.J. & Vacca, R.T. (1984). An inquiry
into summer loss in reading: Grades 1-7.
Reading Horizons, 24, 208-215.
Maring, G.H. Encouraging summer reading:
21 suggestions teachers can share with
parents. (ERIC Document Reproduction
Service No. ED 257041).
Morrow, L.M. (1991). Promoting voluntary
reading. In J. Flood, D. Lapp, & J. Squire
(Eds.), Handbook of research on teaching
the English language arts (pp. 681-690).
New York: Macmillan.
Pikulski, J.J. (1994). Preventing reading failure: A review of five effective programs.
The Reading Teacher, 48, 30-39.
Scharer, P.L., Peters, D., & Lehman, B.A.
(1995). Lessons from grammar school:
How can literature use in elementary
school inform middle school instruction?
Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy,
39, 28-34.
Short, K.G. (Ed.) (1995). Research & professional resources in children's literature:
Piecing a patchwork quilt. Newark, DE:
International Reading Association.

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL

Cecilia Schrenker is a Professor at
the University of Wisconsin-Superior.

REFERENCES

32

VOLUME

30,

NO .

2 •

SPRING

1997

